credibility is the amount of believability attributed to a source of information by the receivers. From the above definitions, credibility in simple terms can be defined as receivers" perceptions about source"s quality of being credible or believable. In other words, credibility is the believability of a source as perceived by the recipients of the messages.
Credibility is a multidimensional concept. For Aristotle, credibility was made up of three dimensions: intelligence, character, and goodwill. Modern day scholars too have conceived credibility to be a multidimensional construct. For instance, in 1948, Haiman in his classic study of the effect of credibility on persuasion conceived source credibility as being composed of the dimensions of reputation and competence. Yale University psychologists Hovland and his associates Janis and Kelley (1953) in their investigation of WW II communications suggested three components of credibility: expertise, trustworthiness and intention. Following this tradition, a large number of studies focussed on individuals as sources in the context of groups and public speaking. Since 1960s researchers have been conducting studies to understand how media audience perceive credibility of different media such as newspapers, radio, television and internet in recent years (e.g. Sargent, 1965; Newhagen & Nass, 1989) , and how best media credibility components could be grouped under meaningful categories.
In that genre, Gaziano and McGrath"s (1986) study remains important. Their study identified as many as 12 components of media credibility in the US. Meyer (1988) grouped Gaziano-McGrath"s 12 components into two sets. While one set of seven components represented media affiliation with the community, the other set representing media credibility had five components: accuracy, fairness, trustworthiness, bias and completeness. Meyer"s media credibility set has been found to have a strong reliability and validity in measuring media credibility of the media as has been used demonstrated in subsequent studies (Johnson and Kaye, 1998 , 2000 , Bucy, 2003 . Meyer (1988) also showed evidence that newspaper"s credibility and believability are be the same dimensions.
The credibility perceptions of media depend on a host of factors. Rimmer and Weaver (1987) have noted that the more the audience uses a particular medium, the more likely they would deem the medium credible. In other words, those who use a particular media more often tend to perceive the credibility of that particular media more positively than those who use it less often. In the same vein, Severin and Tankard, (2001) have argued that credibility often depends on the user"s preference and the use of the medium. Kiouis, (2001) and Johnson & Kaye, (2002) have detected a strong link between the daily use of a medium and its credibility. Bucy (2003) has asserted that those who watched a television channel more frequently tended to evaluate it more favourably than the channels they were not exposed to. Some other studies designed to assess media"s role in the formation of political attitudes have related credibility to other factors including TV viewing habits (e.g., Lu and Andrews, 2006) . A general trend is that media audiences rate their primary source of news as a credible source. When there is information overload as it normally happens during election periods, media credibility becomes an important heuristic for content (Schweiger, 2000) . In most situations and cases, TV happens to be relatively more credible than other media (Geary, 2005) .
Further, studies have also shown that credibility perceptions of media do not remain constant across time. Several scholars (Berlo, Lemert, & Mertz, 1969; Chaffee, 1982) have argued that credibility is highly situational and is subject to change as it is an audience-centric perception. Changes in the media scenario, changes in the media practices, and major events that are of great importance to societies such as elections and other catastrophic events are known to bring about changes in the credibility perception of the media. For example, the increasing popularity of television changed the US media scenario. As a result, television replaced newspapers as the most believable medium as early as 1961 (Roper, 1967) and by 1968 television news had attained confidence from twice as many people as newspapers (Erskine, 1970) . Such a high confidence in television however took an unexpected nosedive in 1980s onwards. According to Pew Research Centre for People & the Press (2002), the believability of the daily newspapers fell by a quarter, from 80 percent in 1985 to 59 percent in 2002. The credibility of three television networks which was above 80 percent in 1985 plunged to lower levels in 2002: 76 percent for CNN, 73 percent for MSNBC and 67 percent for Fox News. Such a decline in credibility of US television networks appears to continue. What were the reasons for such a decline in trust in television and other media? One reason relates to media practices. As Doherty (2005) points out, one of the reasons could be the doubt of many Americans in the news media"s fairness in reporting. In short, when fair practices are sidelined media credibility dips. This happened in Britain in 2011 when the Chief Executive of News International, Rebekha Brooks, stepped down after the allegations that her colleagues followed the unethical journalistic practice of hacking into the phone accounts of murder victims and their families. A YouGov survey conducted in Oct 2011 suggested that the phone-hacking scandal resulted in a deep level of mistrust in UK public with as many as 51 percent respondents reporting that their trust has reduced in the UK media as a whole (Thomson, 2011) .
Situational changes such as the occurrence of major events would also bring about changes in the credibility perception of the media. To illustrate this point, Sept 11, 2001 terrorist attack on the US serves as a good example. The deadly attacks on the World Trade Centre (WTC) and Pentagon increased the dependence of Americans on television as it provided breathtaking visual account of the plane crashing into WTC towers, the ensuing inferno and the loss of life. Such coverage of 9/11 boosted news media"s image (Nacos, Bloch-Elkon and Shapiro, 2007) . A large majority of those who followed these stories rated media coverage of terrorism as excellent or good. Such positive ratings were short lived. They dipped in the following months (Pew Research Centre for People & the Press, 2002).
Several scholars have pointed to the important influence of audience variables in their assessments of the source and media credibility. These include, variables such as education (Mulder, 1981) , gender (Robinson & Kohut, 1988) , income (Ibelema & Powell, 2001 ), age (Bucy, 2003) , and race (Beaudoin & Thorson, 2005) .
From the above studies it emerges that (i) television is one of the most credible medium for most people everywhere including India if one goes by the fact that more than half of Indian households have a television set and even illiterate watch television news to be abreast of the day-to-day happenings; (ii) those who use television regularly are more likely to perceive it to be more credible than other media; and (iii) credibility is highly situational and is subject to change when social situation changes and the changes could be in the positive or negative directions.
II. Study Objectives
Would changes in the coverage of major events that are of great importance to societies such as election to legislative assemblies and parliament bring about changes in the credibility perception of Indian television news channels? An answer to this question cannot be located in the findings of the studies conducted in the Western democracies, especially the US. Instead, answer must come from studies conducted in India. But, credibility studies of Indian media and their content are non-existing.
Against this backdrop, this was conceived to (i) assess the credibility of news and debate shows telecast by Malayalam news channels before and during the election campaigns, and (ii) examine whether the credibility of news and debate shows telecast during election campaigns is independent of voters" socio-demographic variables.
III. Research Design and Methodology
The data for the present study was drawn from a larger study conducted by the first author to explore the influence of television news and debates on the voting behaviour of the viewers of Malayalam news channels during the 2011 Kerala Assembly election.
Malayalam news channels much like their counterparts elsewhere bring about a substantial shift in the content of their newscasts and debate shows during election times. Compared to non-election period, the news channels during the campaign period would primarily focus on election topics, campaign issues and controversies, party manifestoes, key contestants, and other matters relating the electoral process such as election schedule, nomination process, and code of conduct to be followed.
Hence, in the context of the study objectives, the news and debate shows of Malayalam television news channels telecast during the campaign period which were wholly election-centric were reckoned as the cause or the intervention, and the changes in the credibility perceptions of television news and debates were treated as the effect. The most suitable research design for assessing the cause and effect relationship is the before-and-after design (Bartels, 1997; Johnston, Blais, Brady, & Crete, 1992, Kumar, 2005) .
The before-and-after design demands that data on the variables is collected from the viewers twice, before and after the introduction of treatment factor. In addition, the design also called for the constitution of a panel of respondents drawn from the population. Constitution of a panel enhances the reliability of before and after comparisons as the same individuals would be responding to questions at both times. In recognition of these advantages, a panel of respondents was constituted from among those who were registered voters in Kerala and were viewers of the prime time news and debate shows of four popular Malayalam news channels: News Hour show of Aisanet; News Night show of Indiavision; News N Views programme of People TV; and Manorama news channel"s programme titled Counter Point and Prime-Time News.
III.1. Sample Selection and Constitution of Panel
Keeping in view the time and resource constraints, a purposive sample of 540 individuals was drawn through a multistage procedure. First, the state of Kerala which is located in the South western part of India was divided into three zones, North, Central and South. From each zone, one Assembly constituency was purposively selected based on its voting pattern. In Kerala, a large number of constituencies have certain fixed voting preferences. While some are consistent in electing the candidates of the Left Democratic Front (LDF) led by the Communist Party of India -Marxist (CPI-M), some other constituencies have always preferred the candidates of the United Democratic Front (UDF) led by the Indian National Congress (INC). There are quite a few floating constituencies whose preferences fluctuate between the two Fronts. Most often, these constituencies vote against the incumbent Front. Based on this criterion, Thalassery constituency which has returned LDF candidates since 1982 was chosen to represent the North zone. Representing the Central zone was the Puthuppally constituency which has consistently returned Indian National Congress candidates since 1970. From the South zone, the floating constituency of Chathannoor which fluctuates in its vote choice was selected.
From each constituency, one panchayath was randomly chosen. From each panchayath, three wards were chosen -one with UDF leaning, one with LDF leaning, and one floating. From each ward, a sample of 60 voters was drawn. At this stage, trained investigators went round the selected wards, identified and met the head of the households and selected one member from each household for inclusion in the sample. Here, care was taken to include only the registered voters who were also in the habit of watching news and debate shows telecast by Malayalam channels. Care was also taken to include in the sample individuals belonging to various socio-economic categories. Through this process, a sample 540 was drawn to serve as the panel.
Trained investigators collected the data from the panel members using structured questionnaires in two phases keeping in view the poll schedule announced by Election Commission of India on March 19 marking the beginning of the poll process. The campaigns were slated to end on April 11 and the voting was to take place on April 13, 2011. Thus, Phase-I data, which pertained to the period before the launch of the campaigns for the 2011 Kerala Assembly election, was collected on March on 19-20, 2011.The Phase-I questionnaire collected data pertaining to viewer"s socio-demographic variables, their viewing habits of viewing prime time news and debates of four Malayalam news channels, and the perceived credibility of these programmes. Upon verification of the questionnaires, it was found that 10 respondents had not provided answers as per the instructions. Therefore, those 10 respondents were removed from the sample. As a result, the sample size got reduced to 530.
The phase-II data was collected on April 11 and 12, 2011 as the campaigns had ended on April 11 and voting was scheduled for April 13, 2011. The phase-II questionnaire collected data on respondent"s views and credibility assessment of news and debate shows telecast by Malayalam news channels during the campaign period. In this phase, 10 respondents could not be contacted despite repeated efforts. Another 8 respondents had left some questions unanswered or had not responded as per the instructions. With the exclusion of such questionnaires, the effective sample size of the panel got reduced to 512. Their responses were coded and analysed using SPSS Version 17.
III.2. Credibility Measure
As detailed in the earlier unit, credibility is a multidimensional concept. Meyer (1988) who zeroed on a set of five components representing media credibility has however noted that newspaper"s credibility and believability may be the same dimensions. Bucy (2003, p 249) has pointed out that credibility is "most consistently operationalised as believability." As a result, media organizations such as Pew Research Centre consider credibility as a single construct and periodically assess media credibility through a four-point believability scale which ranges from believe "all or most" to believe "almost nothing". Following this practice, this study used a three-point credibility scale ranging from " highly credible" to "somewhat credible and "not at all credible" to assess the credibility of news and debate shows of the four Malayalam news channels before and during the 2011 Kerala Assembly election campaigns. The three-points were given a score of 3, 2, and 1 respectively. A comparison of the mean credibility scores before and after the campaign period would reveal the influence of the treatment factor -televised news and debates on poll issues during the campaign period -on the credibility perceptions of the voters.
IV. Analysis and Results
Before analyzing the credibility aspects of news and debate shows of four Malayalam news channels, it was essential to ascertain their viewership. A widespread viewership would contribute to the validity of viewers" of credibility assessment. The analysis revealed that the viewers were attending to the four channels in varying manner. As reported in Table 1 , Asianet News" News Hour had the highest viewership. It was being watched by 77 percent of the respondents of the study. The second most popular news and debate show was Counter Point debate show/Prime Time news of Manorama News channel. It was being watched by 66 percent of the respondents. India vision"s News Night was the third most watched show. The least viewership (27.2 percent) was that of People TV"s News N Views telecasts. Note: This was a multiple-choice question.
IV.1. Credibility of News and Debate Shows Before and During the Campaign Period
In respect of the first objective, first a look at the frequency data pertaining to the credibility measured before and during the campaign period using a three-point measure. The data presented in Table 2 clearly shows that in both the time periods an overwhelming majority of respondents perceived TV news and debate shows as "somewhat credible" as against a small minority who rated the shows as "highly credible" and "not at all credible". The data also indicates to an increase in the proportion of those perceiving the shows as "highly credible" during the campaign and a commensurate decrease in the proportions of those rating news and debate shows as "somewhat credible" and "not at all credible". Such a change indicates to a slightly higher assessment of credibility of news and debate shows by the respondents during the campaign period. And to test the statistical significance of differences in credibility before and during the campaign period, the interval data was subjected to paired t-test. The results reported in Table 3 show a mean credibility score of 1.9961 before the launch of election campaigns and a slightly higher mean credibility score of 2.0605 when the news and debate shows of Malayalam news channels had become election-centric. The increase in mean credibility, though not substantial, was statistically significant as borne out by t-test at .003 significance level. Based on this result, two interrelated deductions can be drawn. First, media credibility doesn"t remain constant across time. Instead, it undergoes change when media focus their attention on major events such as elections that are of great importance in democracies. Second, an increase in the mean credibility score of news and debate shows telecast during the campaigns indicates that the content of these programmes was considered by the viewers as important in understanding the election scenario. And perhaps therefore they attached a higher credibility to election-centric news and debate shows of television news channels.
IV.2 Credibility of Poll News and Debates by Socio-Demographic Variables
The second objective was to examine whether the credibility of news and debate shows telecast during election campaigns is independent of voters" socio-demographic variables. To realise this objective, respondents" credibility assessments of news and debate shows during the campaign period were subjected to t-test in respect of the gender variable which had two groups, and Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) in respect of other socio-demographic variables where each variable had more than two groups. The results are reported in Table 4 . The results, show that between the two gender groups, male viewers" credibility mean of 2.0609 was only fractionally higher than that of the female viewers" credibility mean of 2.0600. This abysmally low difference between the means of the two gender groups was not of any statistical significance as shown by the t-test. Thus, the deduction is that male and female did not differ in their credibility perceptions of news and debate shows telecast on Malayalam TV channels during the campaigns. Likewise, the analysis of variance also showed that the differences in the credibility perceptions of poll news and debates were not statistically significant among respondents belonging to various age and income categories.
However, educational attainment and occupation of the respondents was found to have a statistically significant bearing on the credibility perceptions of election-centric news and debate shows telecast during the campaigns. Those with the highest attainment of postgraduate education and above had the highest mean credibility of 2.2759 followed by the graduates (2.0667) and those with PDC/+2 education (2.0620) in that order. Those with the lowest education attainment of SSLC and below had attributed the lowest credibility (1.9895) among the four educational groups. Among the occupation groups, the credibility of news and debate shows during the campaign period was the highest among the unemployed in relation to others.
From these results, it emerges that credibility perceptions of poll news and debates were independent of gender, age and occupation variables. The other two variables of education and occupation had a bearing on the credibility assessment of election-centric news and debate shows. In that those with higher educational attainment and the unemployed attached a significantly higher credibility than other.
V. Conclusion
A comparison of the credibility of news and debate shows of Malayalam news channels assessed before and during the election campaigns yielded potent results. First, the results confirm that media credibility is situational. It undergoes change when mass media units such as television news channels exhaustively report and debate major events such as elections to governing bodies like the parliament and state legislatures. The change in credibility of the media could be in the positive or negative directions. A positive change as detected in this study which showed a higher mean credibility score of news and debate shows telecast during election campaign period, unambiguously indicates that audience value news channels" telecasts during election times.
Yet another conclusion is that the tendency of attaching a higher credibility to election campaign"s news and debates on television will not be dependent on the gender, age and economic status of the audience. However, the educational attainment and occupation of the viewers matter. The highly educated and the unemployed tend to attach a higher credibility to election-centric news and debate programmes than those with lower education and the employed.
These results need be confirmed through similar studies in different socio-political settings. Perhaps, a similar study could be conducted during the 14 th Kerala Legislative Assembly election and elections to the legislative assemblies of other Indian states in the coming years. Such efforts besides enriching the field of credibility research may also make Indian media organisations realize the importance of credibility of their news and debate progarmmes.
